Background: An online Google group was created to supplement a Medical Humanities module at KIST
Introduction
Medical Humanities has been defined as 'an interdisciplinary, and increasingly international endeavor that draws on the creative and intellectual strengths of diverse disciplines, including literature, art, creative writing, drama, film, music, philosophy, ethical decision making, anthropology and history in pursuit of medical educational goals'. 1 Case scenarios, patient problems, role-plays and paintings were used to explore various aspects of MH.
The facilitators created a private online (Google) group on the web called 'KISTMC Medical Humanities group' to facilitate and support the Wednesday sessions. The first author was the group owner and being a private group, members had to be invited to join through e-mail. E-mailed invitations were sent to all student participants of the module and cofacilitators. they agreed that online groups linked to topics/subjects taught in the curriculum were a good idea and whether they were a member of the group. The respondents were asked about whether they thought the Medical
Humanities online group was successful, problems hindering the effective use of online groups in Nepal and how participation in such groups can be improved.
Free text comments were also invited.
The demographic details were tabulated. The written answers were analyzed and the common ones tabulated. Problems with the online group were noted and suggestions for improving participation in online groups during future modules recorded.
Results
A total of 58 of the 75 students (77%) participated. One respondent stated it would be a good idea if students got to know its objectives and contents before joining. A male student's idea about the group was a base for medical students for correlating medicine and emotions.
Regarding how the group would facilitate learning of MH respondents had a variety of opinions. One stated the group may provide knowledge regarding problems likely to arise during their medical practice and provide more information about MH topics. Another was of the opinion that it will be a backup resource in case they are unable to attend a particular session. An advantage with an online group was that ideas could be added at anytime. Members would be able to share information. Students were also asked why online groups on curricular topics/subjects were a good idea.
One answered that the groups help them gain access to the topics whenever required and helped them stay up to date. Information about previous sessions, links to multimedia resources and other websites can be displayed.
The majority felt the group was not successful. A Demonstrating the online group in Wednesday's MH session and using the group in the module like submitting student assignments using it were also recommended. See table 1 at page 85.
Discussion
Participation in the KISTMC Medical Humanities group was not satisfactory. Many students were aware of the group but did not join in for various reasons. A major reason cited was paucity of internet facilities in the college. Another reason was difficulty finding time due to the hectic academic schedule. Certain respondents were unaware of the group's existence.
Online learning groups are not very common in South
Asia but are likely to do so in the future. To the best of our knowledge this was only the second time that an online group was used to support a module in medical education in Nepal. The low participation is a matter of concern and the main implications of the study are the reasons given for low participation and steps which can be taken for improvement.
The internet is widely used to support learning in medical education. The National Taiwan University College of Medicine is using an integrated learning prototype with an online syllabus, discussion boards, online talk, interactive case studies, virtual classrooms with video on demand (VOD) and internet medical resources to facilitate student learning. 3 In the United
States, influence of a web based technology (WebCT) on small group problem based learning interactions was studied in a veterinary medical education program. 4 The facilitators and students became more familiar with technology and facilitators interacted in a more approachable and caring manner with the students. In
Spain an internet based thematic learning network supporting a multidisciplinary community of doctoral students was shown to be as effective as traditional teaching in increasing knowledge. 5 At the University of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada MEDICOL (Medicine and Dentistry Integrated Curriculum Online) provides a variety of web-based resources that act as important adjuncts to the teaching components of the medical and dental undergraduate curriculum. 6 The
WebCT course management system can track students' progress, present curricular information, promote interactions among students and instructors and deliver self-directed learning material. Due to financial reasons we are not able to afford a separate web site for the MH group. The options before us were to either use Google groups or Yahoo groups. A problem we found was it was possible to access a Google group only if you had a Gmail account.
Certain students had their e-mail accounts in Hotmail or Yahoo and were not able to access the group. They could have created new accounts in Gmail (a free service) but did not do so. In Canada, a faculty online discussion group following a workshop did not succeed. Time and competing demands were identified as major barriers. 7 Faculty members did not perceive the need or the usefulness of the online discussion group. The main advantage was that it was an e-mail based listserv. Each discussion appeared in the e-mail as a thread which could be followed. In the Google group, the participants could be e-mailed once new material was posted. But they still had to open the group webpage.
We did not demonstrate to the students how to access and use the group during the weekly session, clarify the advantages of joining and how it could add to learning. We plan to do this during the next MH module for a new batch of students. The authors of an article state that a feeling of group or community is very important for success in a virtual learning environment. 9 Policies and procedures for posting to the group should be laid down. It is important to design activities which would really pull in the students to the community and create a site which is welcoming, easy to navigate and to post messages. The Google group site is well designed and easy to navigate and post messages. The group owner could customize the site to a certain extent. Submitting assignments through the site could be an interesting method to ensure participation. We plan to try this with the new batch of students. The new batch would be given membership in the existing KISTMC MH group. This would serve to increase interaction between the present and new batch of students. The present batch would again be invited to join the group after a demonstration of its advantages.
The lack of internet facilities in the classroom and the auditorium where the module is conducted could be a problem in demonstrating the group. Online discussion groups linked to curricula are not common in Nepal to the best of our knowledge in medical education. The group had a total of 23 members of which twelve were students. Two students who were group members did not participate in the study. The group members felt the group was useful. As already mentioned we are planning initiatives to increase awareness and participation in the group in future.
The study had limitations. Only 58 students participated.
Two group members did not participate. Information was collected using a descriptive questionnaire. Certain participants did not fill in all the required demographic information. The questionnaire was administered in English, the language of instruction. Some students
were not fully comfortable with the language as could be found on reading their responses to various questions.
Conclusion
The KISTMC MH group was not successful and steps for improvement must be taken in future sessions. The study evaluates student opinion regarding an online learning group in Nepal and suggests that lot more work has to be done to make these groups successful in a Nepalese context.
